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Interrogating The Spread Of Shakespeare
Harold	 Bloom	 can	 be	 impossibly	 gnomic.	 He	 writes,	 for	 example,	 in	
How to Read and Why:	“If	you	wish	to	maintain	that	Shakespeare’s	ascendency	
was	 a	 product	 of	 colonialism,	 then	 who	 will	 bother	 to	 confute	 you?”	 (25).	





I	would	 argue	 that	he	means	 all	 of	 the	 above,	 and	more.	The	question	
of	how	Shakespeare	came	to	have	and	to	sustain	his	position	as	the	world’s	first	
and	most	 firmly	 established	 ‘globalising’	 artist	 is	 so	 complex	 as	 to	 be	 beyond	
summative	 description.	 Colonialism	 is	 certainly	 part	 of	 the	 story,	 but	 a	 rather	
blunt	instrument	when	one	wants	to	go	beyond	crude	notions	of	travelling	culture	
and	ideology,	or	to	explore	the	presence	of	Shakespeare	in	situations	untouched	
by	 colonial	 influence.	 The	 problem	 may	 well	 be	 that	 Shakespeare’s	 cultural	
ascendancy	is	served	through	practically	every	transaction	with	his	texts,	positive	
and	negative;	through	the	afterglow	of	his	reputation,	good	and	bad;	and	through	
his	 evident	 capacity	 to	 inspire	 artistic	 and	 scholarly	 endeavor	 in	 others,	 to	 be	
“the	cause	that	wit	is	in	other	men” (King Henry 4	Part	2:	1.2.9).	Internationally,	
he	has	 influenced	 artistic	work	 in	 a	 range	of	media	 that	 can	be	 anything	 from	
marvellous	to	banal.	With	Shakespeare	any	publicity	is	good	publicity,	as	we	see	
with	many	of	 today’s	media	brands	and	celebrities.	His	global	presence	builds	
inexorably,	and	its	 impact	 is	enhanced	especially	by	 those	who	launch	forceful	
strains	of	invective	urging	that	his	influence	should	be	curbed,	or	that	he	is	over-
rated,	or	that	he	is	incomprehensible	to	ordinary	people.1	His	presence	grows	even	
where	 he	 is	most	 despised	or	 rejected—and	 that	 is	 not	meant	 as	 a	 subversive,	




1	 	 Two	 of	 the	most	 notorious	 yet	 vivifying	 adverse	 judgments	 are	 those	 of	 Shaw	 (memorably	
collected	in	Edwin	Dutton’s	book	Shaw on Shakespeare)	and	T.S.	Eliot	on	Hamlet (see	“Hamlet	
and	His	Problems”	in	The Sacred Wood).		Shaw	and	Eliot	both	gained	in	critical	prominence	as	a	
consequence	of	these	contretemps,	but	perhaps	the	bigger	‘winner’	was	Shakespeare.	As	early	as	




















when	 one	 considers	 the	 range	 and	 depth	 of	 his	 impact,	 which	 includes	 being	
studied	by	large	numbers	of	university	students	in	countries	untouched	by	British	
political	hegemony,	and	sometimes	even	by	school	children	 in	such	countries,2	





spread	around	 the	globe;	or	 else	 they	 avoid	 the	 issue	of	 just	 how	Shakespeare	
achieved	 his	 global	 caché	 by	 emphasizing	 thick	 descriptions	 of	 particular	
Shakespearean	events,	practices	or	episodes.	At	the	heart	of	Bloom’s	ambivalence	
about	the	ascription	of	Shakespeare’s	worldwide	ascendency	to	the	machinations	















2	 	 The	 Internet	 has	 made	 the	 teaching	 of	 Shakespeare	 possible	 world-wide	 even	 for	
modestly	 resourced	 education	 systems.	 See,	 for	 example,	 Iwona	 Filip’s	 “World-








spot	 in	 the	 global	 pantheon.	 None	 has	 been	 convincing.	Would	 anyone	 today	
argue	that	Ben	Jonson	could	have	succeeded	as	the	pre-eminent	globalising	artist	
of	early	modernity	had	he	not	been	outshone	by	his	famous	contemporary?	Plays	
such	 as	The Devil is an Ass	 (1616),	 with	 its	 prescient	 emphasis on	 risky	 and	
exploitative	‘projecting’,	or	Epicoene (1609),	rich	with	relevant	gender	comedy,	





(335-340).	Lope’s	 prodigious	 output	 is	 estimated	 to	 be	 between	500	 and	1800	
pieces	(Bate	338).	Such	works	as	The Dog in the Manger (El perro del Hortelano)	
(1613)	and	his	best-known	play,	Fuente Ovejuna (1612-1614?),	both	produced	in	
translation	at	Stratford-upon-Avon,	in	2004	and	2008	respectively,	seem	to	have	
gone	 down	well	with	 critics	 and	 audiences.	Fuente Ovejuna,	 with	 its	 story	 of	
collective	village	revolt	against	oppression	and	mis-government,	has	the	thematic	
potential	to	speak	to	the	developing	world,	but	it	would	take	imaginative	direction	







or	 heavily	 subsidized	 national	 theatres,	 can	 even	 hope	 to	 attempt	 productions.	
Yet	 Shakespeare	 somehow	 continues	 to	 reach	 a	 great	 and	 growing	 variety	 of	
people	from	different	climes	and	backgrounds,	far	beyond	theatre-going	elites.
We	could	wonder	what	might	have	happened	to	the	reputations	of	Jonson	
and	Middleton	 had	 they	 been	 harnessed	 to	 the	 colonial	 enterprise	 in	 the	 way	
Shakespeare	was.	There	is	no	doubt	that	colonial	history	plays	a	massive	role	in	the	
dissemination	of	culture.	The	famous	performances	of	Hamlet and	Julius Caesar	
off	 the	coast	of	Sierra	Leone	 in	1607	during	 the	British	East	 India	Company’s	
third	voyage—while	Shakespeare	was	in	mid-career—were	a	foretaste	of	things	
to	come.	According	to	Gary	Taylor,	 the	performances	had	the	twin	purposes	of	
occupying	 the	 crew	 in	 a	 period	 of	 dangerous	 lassitude,	 and	 entertaining	 local	






Shakespeare	was	 to	play	much	 later	 in	 the	work	of	 the	British	Council	 during	
the	 twentieth	century,	 as	 the	British	Empire	morphed	 into	 the	Commonwealth.	
They	were	also	a	first	Shakespearean	‘stage’	on	the	major	sea	route	which	would	
eventually	take	him	to	South	Africa,	Australia	and	New	Zealand	in	the	nineteenth	










could	have	performed	 the	 same	 function,	filled	 the	 same	global	 niche?	 I	 don’t	
believe	so.	Art	is	not	a	ubiquitously	acceptable	product	like	a	can	of	baked	beans,	
or	 some	 obviously	 useful	 piece	 of	 equipment,	 a	 commodity	whose	 circulation	
across	and	 into	new	territories	and	modes,	geographical	and	 technological,	can	
be	 dismissed	 as	 if	 it	 were	 merely	 the	 hapless	 result	 of	 calculated	 promotion.	
At	least	in	part	the	distinctive	power	lies	with	Shakespeare	himself,	his	language,	
imagination,	and	spiritual	universality—matters	to	which	I	return	in	the	conclusion	
to	 this	 piece—rather	 than	 the	 material	 processes	 by	 which	 he	 developed	 his	
protean	portability.	We	are	familiar	with	the	millions	ventured,	won	and	lost	today	
by	media	 promoters	 and	producers	 (Jonsonian	 ‘projectors’	 all)	 in	 the	world	 of	
electronic	 popular	 culture.	 If	 only	 one	 could	 reliably	 anticipate	 human	 tastes,	









also	 available	 to	 his	 contemporaries.	Nor	will	 it	 do	 to	 harp	 on	 his	 supposedly	
essential	‘Englishness’.	He	wrote	some	plays	that	seem	to	convey	a	special	kind	of	
Englishness,	culturally	specific	and	time-bound	(I’m	thinking	here	of	plays	such	as	
The Merry Wives of Windsor or	As You Like It);	but	it	also	makes	very	good	sense	
to	regard	Shakespeare	as	a	European	artist,	firmly	based	in	the	scholarly	heritage	









the	 spread	of	Shakespeare,	 then,	 it	 is	 primarily	 the	 challenge	of	 responding	 to	









intellectual	matrix,	 as	was	 the	 case	 in	Europe,	 but	 as	 ‘other’,	 a	 symbol	 of	 the	
invading	 forces,	 significant	 in	part	because	 the	 invaders	appeared	 to	value	him	
so	highly.	Of	course,	it	is	not	just	Shakespeare	himself	that	is	‘other’:	the	entire	
theatrical	 tradition	he	brings	with	him,	 and	 the	culture	within	which	he	makes	
sense,	 or	 claims	 meaning	 and	 value,	 is	 radically	 strange.	 The	 essays	 in	 this	
collection	set	out	to	explore	the	complex	transitions	that	take	place	as	a	colonial	
cultural	 imposition	undergoes	 reinterpretation	along	a	bumpy	and	uneven	 road	







century.	 The	 panoply	 of	 nationalism	 carries	 the	 not-very-well-hidden	 insignia	
of	colonialism	triumphant.	Subsequently,	 indigenous	 influences	 impinge	and	 in	
some	 instances	attempt	 to	displace	or	 at	 least	 ‘unsettle’—forgive	 the	pun—the	










Exploring The Postcolonial Impasse
The	issue	is	not	a	simple	one.	It	is	easy	to	take	a	morally	adverse	view	of	
colonial	cultural	chauvinism,	and	there	are	few	today	who	would	in	the	abstract	
advocate	 barging	 into	 other	 peoples’	 countries	 and	 turning	 everything	 upside	
down.5	 In	North	America	 that	 is	 exactly	what	 happened	 and	 the	 destruction	 is	
irrevocable,	 the	first	peoples	being	 reduced	 to	hapless	marginality.	 In	Australia	
and	New	Zealand,	 too,	 the	culture	of	 the	conquerors	 remains,	and	will	 remain,	
dominant,	 the	 object	 of	 mingled	 acceptance	 and	 resistance	 by	 indigenous	
peoples.	 In	 the	 absence	of	 substantive	 efforts	 at	 restitution,	 or	 of	 any	 real	will	
to	initiate	change,	art	which	addresses	such	situations	runs	the	risk	of	becoming	
an	 inauthentic	 wringing-of-hands-in-the-corner,	 while	 the	 substance	 of	 social	






not	 right	 or	 justice.	And	 alas,	 history	 cannot	 be	 replayed.	The	 issue	 breeds	 an	
imponderable	 impasse,	 best	 coped	 with	 for	 most	 people—even	 indigenous	
people—by	convenient	forgetfulness.	Shakespeare	fans	might	be	in	an	especially	
awkward	position.	Where	the	facts	of	colonialism	are	deplored,	it	is	difficult	to	
regard	 the	 rehearsal	of	 an	 imported	 cultural	 repertoire,	with	Shakespeare	 at	 its	
pinnacle,	 in	someone	else’s	 territory,	as	an	entirely	 innocent	activity.	A	mighty	
ideological	reorientation	is	called	for	on	all	sides,	and	Shakespeare	has	come	to	
play	a	controversial	but	fascinating	role	in	this	attempt.	On	the	other	hand,	if	few	
today	 openly	 justify	 colonial	 aggression,	 even	 fewer	 advocate	 dismantling	 the	












deftly	 captures	 the	 gradual	 evolution	 of	 indigenous	 styles	 of	 Shakespearean	
production	and	reception	in	these	territories.	Holding	fairly	constant	one	variable	
















operation.	We	 see,	 in	 the	 twenty-first	 century	 productions	which	 conclude	 his	
account,	 aspects	 of	 a	 confident	 local	 identity	 held	 in	 cooperative	 tension	with	
wide-ranging	local	and	global	affiliations.
From	Carnegie’s	diachronic	cross-section	through	the	production	history	
of	 a	 single	 play—and	Shakespeare	 in	 performance	must	 be	 at	 the	 heart	 of	 the	
spread	of	Shakespeare—we	move	to	an	examination	of	his	place	at	the	interface	




of	 the	 twentieth-first	century.	Conferences	and	colloquia	abound,	but	will	 there	
ever	be	a	Coetzee	society?	I	rather	doubt	it.	Apart	from	the	rebarbative	character	
of	 Coetzee’s	 work,	 which	might	 have	 some	 impact	 on	 the	 fortunes	 of	 such	 a	
society,	 this	 particular	 social	 form	 of	 intellectual	 concourse	 is	 on	 the	 decline.	
Furthermore,	 while	 there	 are	many	 amateur	 and	 scholarly	 societies,	 local	 and	














shops.	 For	 all	 their	 stolidity	 and	 occasional	 preciousness,	 the	 committees	 and	


















artificiality	 of	 balletic	 language,	 and	 the	 complex	 international	 choreographic	
heritage,	 it	 is	hardly	surprising	that	 the	move	towards	 indigenization	should	be	
less	consistent	than	is	the	case	with	theatre.	Could	it	be	that	ballet	audiences	are	
less	nationalistic,	more	ready	to	conceive	Shakespearean	balletic	performance	as	
an	 international	 idiom	not	needing	an	explicitly	 local	 incarnation?	Or	 is	 it	 that	
such	audiences	are	composed	mainly	of	people	for	whom	the	hurts	of	the	colonial	
past	 are	 notional	 rather	 than	 real?	The	 performance	 history	 suggests	 that	 both	
hypotheses	may	 have	 some	 traction.	We	 should	 not	 forget	 that	 in	many	ways	
the	colonial	 legacy	 is	 looking	more	and	more	 like	 a	 staging	post	on	a	 journey	
towards	 an	 international	 civilization,	 however	 rudimentary	 and	 imperiled	 its	
current	expression	might	be,	which	 leaves	 the	 remnants	of	 traditional	 societies	






in	 Australian	 Shakespeare.	 The	 dominant	 discourse	 of	 reconciliation	 and	
assimilation	is	both	served	and	challenged	in	some	of	these	productions,	though	
Cox’s	focus	is	as	much	on	the	calibre	of	Shakespearean	performance	that	results,	
as	 it	 is	 on	 questioning	 the	 all-smothering	 hegemony	 of	Australian	 modernity.	
Of	compelling	interest	 is	 the	intelligent	variety	of	the	responses	engendered	by	
some	 of	 these	 productions	 in	 different	 reviewers,	 a	 sure	 indication	 that	 a	 live	
cultural	nerve	has	been	touched.	Casting	strategies	vary	widely.	When	it	comes	
to	 all-aboriginal	 productions,	 the	 paradox	 of	 indigenous	 achievement	 being	
measured	against	the	imperial	gold	standard	of	Shakespeare	surfaces	ineluctably,	
6		I	was	intrigued	to	read	the	conclusion	to	a	recent	review	of	Geoffrey	Hyland’s	2009	production	
of	As You Like It at	Maynardville,	Cape	Town,	by	Simon	van	Schalkwyk:	 “I	 await,	with	baited	








view	of	the	late	Don	Selwyn’s	film	Te Tangata Whai Rawa o Weniti, the Māori 
Merchant of Venice	 (2002),	 adapted	 from	 a	 text	 by	 Pei	 Te	 Hurinui	 Jones.
She	 prefaces	 her	 article	 with	 a	 brief	 account	 of	 earlier	 Māori	 engagements	
with	Shakespeare,	but	the	essence	of	her	reading	centres	on	the	Māori	ethics	of	
revenge	as	 these	are	played	out	 in	 this	 re-working	of	The Merchant of Venice.	
The	world	presented	is	entirely	Māori	in	landscape,	milieu	and	informing	cultural	
assumptions.	So	are	 the	actors.	The	 focalising	presence	 in	 the	film	 is	Hairoka,	















the	 passion	 for	 maintaining	 group	 cohesion,	 often	 dubbed	 ‘unity’	 in	 modern	
political	 rhetoric,	 is	ubiquitous.	The	downside	of	 this	ethical	disposition	 is	 that	
when	strategies	 for	maintaining	ethical	equilibrium	prove	 ineffectual	 the	social	
system	 reaches	 a	 tipping	 point,	 and	 on	 the	 other	 side	 lies	 bloody	 vengeance:	
massacres,	 the	 smelling	out	of	 ‘witches’,	 compensatory	 retribution	of	different	
kinds.	To	issue	a	thundering	generalization,	the	world	appears	to	be	on	a	bumpy	
trajectory	moving	from	cohesive	small-scale	societies	via	the	nation-state	to	the	
fragmented,	 eclectic,	 individualistic	world	of	 global	modernity.	 In	 the	process,	
one	of	the	destabilising	factors	may	well	be	the	uncertain	transfer	of	small-scale	




authority	 to	his	directorial	 focus	on	Hairoka’s	 sense	of	mana	deeply	disturbed.	




house	and,	 in	 the	 famous	moonlight	nocturne	of	 the	opening	 scene,	 the	young	
people	situate	their	relationship	in	a	long	tradition	of	lovers	who	have	transgressed	
not	 only	 parental	 but	 tribal	 or	 national	 jurisdictions	 and	 restraints.	 Traditional	







Phoenician/Carthaginian	 and	Trojan	 (or—proleptically,	 if	 we	 look	 to	Aeneas’s	



























7	 	See	for	 instance	my	account	of	Roy	Sargeant’s	2008	production	of	The Merchant of Venice at	













Early	 academic	 emphasis	 there	 was	 more	 on	 the	 recovery	 and	 simulation	 of	
historical	theatrical	conditions	in	order	to	explore	their	dramatic	potential.	This	
was	certainly	the	case	in	work	which	grew	up	around	the	remarkable	New	Fortune	
Theatre	 at	 the	 University	 of	Western	Australia,	 which	 opened	 in	 1964,	 based	
on	 the	dimensions	of	 the	original	Fortune	 theatre	 in	Elizabethan	London.	Such	
academically-motivated,	purist	experiments	have	since	been	joined	by	everything	
from	 informal	 ‘picnic-style’	work	 in	 public	 parks	 to	 the	 earnestness	 of	Ozact,	
which	 styles	 itself	 “Australia’s	 leading	 environmental	 Shakespeare	Company”,	
taking	 a	 fairly	 conservative	 Shakespeare	 to	 truly	 spectacular	 locations.8




is	 of	 a	 tradition	 taking	 root	which	 pleases	 theatre	 people	 and	 audiences	 alike.	
The	 contingency	 of	 outdoor	 performance,	 dicing	 with	 weather,	 heckling	
Kookaburras,	and	diverse	audiences—the	sheer	 freedom	and	motility	of	 things	
in	 open-air	 theatre—adds	 up	 to	 a	 set	 of	 potentials,	 not	 excluding	 financial	
profitability,	that	attract	enduring	loyalty.
Conclusion – Why Shakespeare Continues To Spread
It	 is	 too	 easy	 to	 ascribe	 Shakespeare’s	 presence	 in	Australia	 and	New	
























At	 the	same	time,	 readers	or	spectators	are	 invited	 to	follow	the	action	
from	 multiple	 perspectives,	 focusing	 on	 various	 characters’	 perceptions	 and	
judgments,	without	a	unifying	authorial	standpoint.	Narrative	and	moral	authority	
is	 dispersed	 among	 the	 different	 characters	 and	 groups	 of	 characters,	 and	 the	





















10	This	would	 be	 the	 case	 even	 if	 such	 a	 base	 could	 be	 adequately	 defined	without	 implicating	





the	 basis	 of	 universality,	 and	 there,	 also,	 is	 the	 possibility	 of	 an	 extraordinary	
spiritual	 freedom.	 Shakespeare	 is	 amazing	 because,	 using	 the	materials	 of	 his	




and	magnifies	 the	 cultural	materials	 he	 inherited,	with	 a	 zest	 and	 freedom	we	
can	hardly	comprehend.	It	is	Shakespeare’s	example	of	a	human	being	creating	
so	freely	and	uninhibitedly	from	the	materials	of	his	inherited	cultural	repertoire	
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